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Be Your Best Self 
Erev Rosh Hashanah 5780 – September 29, 2019 

Rabbi Ellen A. Greenspan 
Temple Emanu-El-Beth Sholom, Westmount, QC 

 

Shana tova! 

Thank you, Rabbi Grushcow, for the opportunity to give this sermon tonight. I am 

confident that most of you know who I am, but for those of you who are not sure, I want 

to take a moment to introduce myself – a step that I hope is not necessary, but which 

actually fits into the theme of this sermon. 

 I arrived in Montreal in 2014, a little more than five years ago, to take a one-year 

appointment as the Rabbi-Educator at Temple Emanu-El. Right after the High Holy 

Days that year, Rabbi Grushcow and I had our first “if I am here next year” 

conversation. Fast forward to 2019…. I am still here, immersed in life at Temple – 

running our Torah School, coordinating and teaching our Introduction to Judaism 

program, leading our book group, writing grant applications, meeting with b’nei mitzvah 

students and more. Since that first year, I have not been very visible during the High 

Holy Days, because during the morning services, I am upstairs leading our Jr. 

Congregation and age-appropriate programming for children between the ages of five 

and twelve – initiatives that did not exist when I arrived at Temple. During all the other 

Holy Day services, I generally sit with you, in the congregation.  

 Before moving to Montreal, I lived in New Jersey, and served as the rabbi of a 

small congregation for twenty years. I planned and led High Holy Day services each 

year, gave four sermons, and made sure all the moving parts ran smoothly. I must say 

that I don’t miss being the one responsible for everything. But there is a part of me that 
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misses leading High Holy Day services. I am glad that I did not have to write four 

sermons, but I am grateful for the opportunity to write one. 

 

 I would ask you to take a moment and think about where you were five years 

ago. Were you in the same job or school as you are today? Did you live in the same 

house or apartment? Did you live with the same person or people? Were you the same 

person you are today? 

 

 Tonight, we begin a journey together – one that Rabbi Alan Lew calls an “ancient 

journey of transformation.” On Rosh Hashanah, we embark on a ten-day quest that 

culminates with the shofar blast at the end of Yom Kippur. In Lew’s book about the High 

Holy Day season called This is Real and You are Completely Unprepared, he begins 

with these words: 

You are walking through the world half asleep. It isn’t just that you don’t 

know who you are and that you don’t know how or why you got here. It’s 

worse than that; these questions never even arise. (p. 3) 

These days – starting with Rosh Hashanah and concluding with Yom  

Kippur – are called “The Days of Awe” for a reason. We are supposed to use these 

days to ask the awesome, sometimes scary and difficult questions that usually “never 

even arise.” Our tradition encourages us to look inward and to examine who we are, to 

ask where we have been and to explore where we might go in the year ahead. 

In the Torah, the Holy Day we call Rosh Hashanah is referred to as Yom 

Hazikaron, “the Day of Remembrance.” The Torah does not tell us much about this day, 
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except what we are told in Lev. 23:24, that we are to “observe complete rest, a sacred 

occasion commemorated with loud blasts.”  

So, why is this day called the Day of Remembrance? Who is supposed to 

remember what? 

 

 I want to suggest that we are supposed to “remember” ourselves by looking 

inwards. We should spend these days reflecting on who and where we have been, 

on who we are, on who we might become in the new year.  

In his book, Ethics for a New Millennium, the Dalai Lama speaks of the idea that we are 

not static personalities. We all have many sides; we play different roles – often at the 

same time.  

A friend and colleague posted a link on her Facebook page to a High Holy Day 

playlist on Spotify. I have no idea when she had time to compile it, but I have been 

listening to this playlist for a week. She calls her list “A Sweet Playlist for a Sweet New 

Year.” I was so impressed by the range and variety of songs – that somehow all relate 

to this High Holy Day journey we are on… From totally secular music like Abba’s 

Honey, Honey to Barbra Streisand’s rendition of Avinu Malkenu. From India.Arie’s 

Breathe to The Rainbow Connection. From Doris Day singing Que Sera, Sera to 

Matisyahu’s One Day. This amazing variety of music – much of which I would never 

have thought of in connection to the High Holy Days – ended up fitting perfectly into the 

theme of this sermon…. We are different people at different times in our lives. We 

also play different roles at the same time, depending on who we are interacting 

with. 

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/2Wx1rsE68FgqKbFchQjf6N
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/2Wx1rsE68FgqKbFchQjf6N
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qmg5VUMcTn8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ydxePZKCyvo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uM4zzIIlibw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=deebKNI-dTE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xZbKHDPPrrc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ioZ6wPlTUZo
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I had heard Barbra Streisand’s recording of Avinu Malkeinu before, but listening 

to it in this context inspired me to look up whether she has recorded other Jewish music. 

The answer is “no.” In fact, I read on a website selling the album on which Avinu 

Malkeinu appears, “Barbra’s…performance will make you wish she would record an 

entire album of traditional Jewish songs.” Most of us know Barbra Streisand as the star 

of Funny Girl, singing Don’t Rain on My Parade, as Yentl singing Papa Can You Hear 

Me, as the voice and the star of The Way We Were. She can play all those different 

roles – and sing a moving version of Avinu Malkeinu.   

 

Tonight, I challenge you to think about the diverse roles you play, the various 

hats you wear, the different facets of your personality. 

 Thanks to my daughter, I recently rediscovered the National Public Radio show 

called “On Being,” now available as a podcast. Over the summer, Krista Tippett 

interviewed Jonathan Rowson, a Scottish philosopher who is also a chess grandmaster. 

In that interview, Mr. Rowson said, “we have to step off the treadmill and [escape] the 

fear that’s around us, telling us how to live…. We have to develop some kind of 

immunity to those forces that are constantly telling us who we are and how we should 

live.” 

 That describes exactly the task these Holy Days place before us. It’s not easy to 

step off the treadmill; it is hard to develop an immunity to the constant barrage of noise 

from other people, from advertising, from social media, from society telling us how to 

live our lives – buy these hip shoes, watch that TV show, get more sleep, lose weight, 

exercise more.  

https://onbeing.org/programs/jonathan-rowson-integrating-our-souls-systems-and-society/
https://onbeing.org/programs/jonathan-rowson-integrating-our-souls-systems-and-society/
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The challenge also comes from within ourselves. We are creatures of habit. It is 

so easy to fall back into patterns that are comfortable and convenient, even when these 

habits may not be good for us. 

 

 Tomorrow, we will recite the powerful Unetanetokef prayer that speaks of the 

Book of Life that is opened on Rosh Hashanah. According to Jewish tradition, this Book 

is opened on Rosh Hashanah, and we have the ten days before Yom Kippur to do 

teshuvah, to return to the right path, to our true selves, our best selves, so that we might 

be sealed in the Book of Life for another year. The words of Unetanetokef are dramatic, 

and speak about “who shall live and who shall die, who shall see ripe age and who shall 

not.” These words are supposed to motivate us to reflect on who we are, and where we 

want to go in the New Year. 

 I am sure Jonathan Rowson wasn’t thinking of this prayer when he spoke with 

Krista Tippett but something he said made me think about Unetanektokef. He spoke 

about people who live through cancer, a serious accident or some other trauma. He 

said, “there are reports of [such] people turning their lives around, living a more 

intrinsically motivated life with relationships and experiences at the heart….And they are 

asked, ‘Why did you change your life around?’ And people say, ‘Well I suddenly realized 

I might have died.’ And the irony there, of course, is that they already knew that.” 
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 We don’t have to wait for a cancer diagnosis or other traumatic event to reflect on 

where we are going, to think about the people we want to be. We have that opportunity 

every year during this season. 

 We also don’t have to be a chess players to understand the concept of 

zugzwang, which literally means “the compulsion to move.” In chess, it means “It is your 

turn to move and all your options are bad.” The game of chess always presents the 

player with different possibilities, and a single move can drastically alter the game. On 

the one hand, chess players have to consider the whole board, and how one move will 

lead to another. On the other hand, in the words of grandmaster Jonathan Rowson, 

“your main responsibility…is to play the best move in the position that’s 

immediately in front of you….your primary responsibility is what do you do next, 

and how do you do that well.”  

 What a great message for life: even when you feel like you don’t have any 

options, or that the choices before you are all the wrong ones, you have to make a 

move. Your primary responsibility is to think about what path to take and how to make 

the best of it.  

 

 Perhaps you have heard this Chasidic story before; it perfectly sums up the work 

we must do over these High Holy Days: 

Once, the Hassidic rabbi Zusya came to his followers with tears in his 

eyes. They asked him: “Zusya, what is the matter?” 

And he told them about his dream: “I learned the question that the angels 

will one day ask me about my life.” 
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His followers were puzzled. “Zusya, you are pious. You are scholarly and 

humble. You have helped so many of us. What question about your life 

could be so terrifying that you would be frightened to answer it?” 

Zusya replied: “I have learned that the angels will not ask me ‘Why weren’t 

you a Moses, leading your people out of slavery?’ And that the angels will 

not ask me ‘Why were you not a Joshua, leading your people into the 

Promised Land.’” 

Zusya sighed. “They will ask me ‘Why were you not Zusya?’”  

 

Zusya reminds us that the one of the greatest sins of all is our failure to use our talents 

and our time to be our best selves for our families, for our communities and for our 

world. 

 

 As we enter into this season of reflection, I would urge us all to allow the voice of 

the shofar to wake us up. Let us ask ourselves where we have been and where we want 

to go; ask ourselves who we are and how we can be the best people we can possibly 

be. Remember…no one is going to ask you why you were not Moses or Joshua. You 

are simply called upon to be your best self.  

 

Ken Yehi Ratzon – so may this be God’s will. 

Shanah tovah. 

 

Lew, Alan. This is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared. Little, Brown and Company: New 

York, 2003. 

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/2Wx1rsE68FgqKbFchQjf6N   (Playlist by Elisa Koppel) 

https://onbeing.org/programs/jonathan-rowson-integrating-our-souls-systems-and-society/ 

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/2Wx1rsE68FgqKbFchQjf6N
https://onbeing.org/programs/jonathan-rowson-integrating-our-souls-systems-and-society/

